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Abstract
Despite the low rate of discretionary parole release in New York, much is still unknown
about the processes underpinning parole decisions. The present paper delves into how
aggravating and mitigating parole case characteristics (e.g. institutional behavior) relate to parole
decisions and the perceived humanness of parole applicants. The paper also examines how
construal level can moderate the above relationships. Finally, a moderated mediation model
outlining the pattern of these relationships is posited and tested. 122 New York residents were
recruited online and randomly assigned to read either an abstractly or concretely construed
transcript for an interview with a parole applicant. Participants then completed a questionnaire
asking how they perceived the case’s characteristics, whether they would grant or deny parole,
their decision certainty, their preferred specific parole disposition and the perceived humanness
of the applicant. Results showed that cases perceived to have more mitigating characteristics
were associated with greater certainty in granting parole, more lenient specific dispositions, and
more perceived humanness. Additionally, for cases perceived to have more aggravating
characteristics, abstract (versus concrete) construals led to greater certainty in granting parole.
However, construal level did not moderate the relationships involving specific disposition or
perceived humanness. Lastly, the posited model was partially supported, such that the direct
effect of case characteristics on decision certainty was moderated by construal level; however,
construal level did not moderate the indirect effect through perceived humanness. These findings
lay the groundwork for more extensive parole research and have implications for parole
applicants preparing for parole reviews.

Keywords: case characteristics, construal level, parole decisions, perceived humanness
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The Influence of Parole Case Characteristics and Construal Level on Parole Decisions and
Perceived Humanness
Parole systems in the U.S. have received much criticism for their contributions to mass
incarceration (Kilgore, 2013; Lin, 2010). These criticisms are especially relevant in the state of
New York, which has one of the largest parole populations in the country (The Center Square,
2020). For example, data from 2018 shows that more than a quarter of people on parole in New
York were reincarcerated for reasons other than a new conviction (Kaeble & Alper, 2020). In
response, activists have moved the needle by collaborating with local lawmakers to enact
policies introducing non-carceral alternatives for people with non-criminal technical violations
(N.Y. Legis. Assemb., 2021; N.Y. Legis. Sen., 2021).
The Board of Parole is part of the Department of Corrections and Community
Supervision (DOCCS) in New York and consists of 15 members appointed by the Governor.
Each person applying for discretionary release usually has their case brought before a panel of
two or three parole board members for review (DOCCS, n.d.a). Importantly, activists have raised
concerns about the low rates of approval for discretionary release in New York state. Preliminary
data from 2018 show that 81% of interviews conducted by the Board of Parole were with people
applying for discretionary release, either for the first time (i.e. an initial appearance) or otherwise
(i.e. a reappearance). Notably, the approval rates for these two categories of interviews were also
the lowest, coming in at only 37% and 38% respectively (DOCCS, n.d.b). These low approval
rates, in combination with the aforementioned fact that New York has one of the biggest parole
populations in the U.S., thus impact a sizeable number of New Yorkers. Furthermore, many are
being denied discretionary release (hereafter referred to simply as parole) not just once, but
multiple times; this results in more than a third of people who had been denied parole remaining
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incarcerated for five years or more in addition to their minimum sentence length (Correctional
Association of New York, 2019).
For parole applicants incarcerated for highly publicized offenses, such as those that are
violent in nature, one explanation for the low parole approval rates is an overemphasis on the
nature of this initial offense. A recent study in New York found that, in 3 out of 5 parole denial
cases, the decision to deny parole was solely based on concerns that granting parole would
“deprecate the seriousness of the [original offense] so as to undermine respect for law” (Heller et
al., 2021, p. 5). To put this another way, many people incarcerated for violent offenses have their
parole decisions predetermined the moment they are convicted. In fact, this phenomenon has
been likened to resentencing parole applicants for their initial offense (Hammock & Seelandt,
1999; Holcombe, 2021). In response, activists and lawmakers championed the Fair and Timely
Bill which, among other things, would require the Board of Parole to deny parole only based on
concerns of “current and unreasonable risk” that could not be managed via parole supervision
(N.Y. Legis. Assemb., 2020; N.Y. Legis. Sen., 2020). Unfortunately, as of the writing of this
paper, the Bill has yet to be passed by any body of the New York legislature.
All in all, parole release is an existing mechanism for taking New Yorkers out of jails and
prisons, reducing the substantial toll that incarceration can have on various aspects of their lives
(Aaron & Dallaire, 2010; Harman et al., 2007; Schnittker & John, 2007). Hence, there is a need
for a better understanding of the processes underlying parole decisions. More crucially, research
needs to decipher how these decision-making processes could be altered to have a broader
perspective of the parole applicant’s case in its entirety, ameliorating the inordinate importance
assigned to the nature of the initial offense. Hence, this paper first looks at parole case
characteristics peripheral to the nature of the initial offense and examines whether they can
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influence outcomes for the parole applicant. Specifically, the outcomes of interest comprise both
the parole decisions themselves, as well as the extent to which parole applicants are perceived as
human. Additionally, this paper will explore whether a perspective informed by Construal Level
Theory could interact with the characteristics of a parole case and lead to varying outcomes.

Literature Review
Parole Case Characteristics and Parole Decisions
As discussed prior, while there are a multitude of factors to consider in parole decision
making, the nature of the initial offense tends to ultimately hold sway (Cotton, 2008). Since the
initial offense is an unalterable fact of the past (Heller et al., 2021), this may automatically put
people incarcerated for violent offenses in a disadvantageous position vis-à-vis obtaining parole
release. However, to borrow the language used in sentencing procedures, it is noteworthy that
other ‘peripheral’ factors may further contextualize the initial offense and either increase (i.e.
aggravate) or decrease (i.e. mitigate) the perceived severity of the initial offense (Morgan &
Mannheimer, 2009). To put it another way, the function of these other factors may not be to
eclipse the nature of the initial offense in terms of importance but merely to reframe it in the
present day. Indeed, such a perspective may be the best way to reconcile the parole board’s
excessive prioritizing of the nature of the initial offense with their responsibility to arrive at
parole decisions “based upon the totality of the circumstances” (Hammock & Seelandt, 1999, p.
539). This paper will subsequently outline three classes of peripheral factors, hereafter referred
to as parole case characteristics: the applicant’s retelling of the initial offense, institutional
behavior, and post-release plans.
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First, the parole applicant’s retelling of the initial offense from their perspective in the
present is a salient case characteristic to consider. The objective facts of the initial offense, such
as the actual degree of harm inflicted or the legal determinations of mens rea, were already
established during sentencing. Thus, instead of merely rehashing immutable facts, the parole
review process is an opportunity to evaluate how the applicant has made sense of who they were
during the initial offense versus who they are now (Ruhland, 2020). This does not necessarily
mean that the content of the applicant’s recount should be taken at face value. Instead, the
retelling allows for a better assessment of “the process by which [the parole applicant] arrives at
those words” (Skrapec, 2001, p. 50); that is, the growth (or lack thereof) they have experienced
in order for them to contextualize the initial offense within their larger life narrative in this way.
Consequently, the retelling of the initial offense could lead to aggravating or mitigating
adjustments to the perceived severity of the initial offense.
Second, the parole applicant’s actions while incarcerated can have an aggravating or
mitigating effect on perceptions of the initial offense. Institutional behavior has been consistently
found to be relevant to parole decisions to some degree (Caplan, 2007). Mooney and Daffern
(2011) posit that parole board members take note of institutional behavior because these
behaviors are being compared to those involved in the initial offense. If, while incarcerated, a
parole applicant continues to engage in antisocial behaviors that resemble those involved in the
initial offense (i.e. offense paralleling behaviors), that may be an indication that the parole
applicant has not changed for the better. Conversely, engaging in prosocial behaviors that
functionally resemble those involved in the initial offense (i.e. prosocial alternative behaviors)
show that the applicant has developed new and adaptive ways of responding to the same
situations. Thus, by drawing parallels to the initial offense, the parole applicant’s behavior while
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incarcerated serve as parole case characteristics that may have aggravating or mitigating effects
on how the initial offense is regarded.
Third, the applicant’s plans for life after parole release, including plans for maintaining
important relationships as well as those for more practical arrangements, are also case
characteristics that can shape how the initial offense is viewed. The initial offending behavior, as
well as the subsequent incarceration, place burdens on relationships between incarcerated people
and their loved ones (Christian & Kennedy, 2011). However, extensive post-release plans
demonstrate that the applicant values strong ties with loved ones in the community despite the
damage done to these ties. Specifically, plans to maintain or repair relationships may serve as an
implicit acknowledgement of the harm parole applicants have caused to people in their lives due
to the initial offending behavior (Wexler, 2011). Moreover, accommodation and employment
plans may reveal the presently existing social capital the applicant is able to draw from,
suggesting that efforts were made to repair the relational harm caused by the initial offending
behavior. Hence, post-release plans can be an indication of whether the relational damage
resulting from the initial offense has been addressed, and thus, cause the initial offense to be
reinterpreted in a more aggravating or mitigating way.
In summary, even with keeping the nature of the initial offense constant, the
characteristics of a parole case may have an aggravating or mitigating influence on how the
initial offense comes across to parole board members. Thus, as with sentencing, it is expected
that cases with characteristics that aggravate the initial offense will result in a harsher parole
decision, whereas cases with characteristics that mitigate the initial offense will result in a more
favorable parole decision. Therefore, this paper will investigate empirically whether parole case
characteristics can significantly shape parole decisions.
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Parole Case Characteristics and Perceived Humanness
In the wake of the tragic Columbine school shooting, the media began to propagate the
idea that there was a burgeoning generation of violent juveniles (Muschert, 2007). While this
narrative has been disproven and widely considered a myth, the term ‘superpredator’ used by the
media to describe these youth is an exemplar of the broader societal trend of likening justiceinvolved people to dangerous beasts (Stupple, 2014; Vasiljevic & Viki, 2013). By stereotyping
justice-involved people as incompetent, immoral and unsociable, justice-involved people become
deprived of their humanity in the eyes of the general public (Rodríguez-Pérez et al., 2021).
As with parole decisions, research indicates that the nature of the initial offense plays a
salient role in influencing the extent to which the justice-involved person is perceived to be
human (Khamitov et al., 2016). Thus, people in general find reassurance in defining justiceinvolved people based on the nature of the initial offense and are uninterested in other aspects of
them that cast them in a sympathetic light; in fact, becoming aware of these other aspects can be
discomforting because they indicate that justice-involved people are “as human as we are”
(Waldram, 2007, p. 968). Hence, to combat the instinct to dehumanize, it may be all the more
necessary to flesh out justice-involved people as three-dimensional human beings, rather than
singularly “depraved [and] …more savage than beasts” (Hoover, 1947, p. 32, as cited in
Freedman, 1987). This recalls the earlier discussion on how parole case characteristics can
provide further context to the nature of the initial offense and cast it in an aggravating or
mitigating light. Thus, it follows that, if the nature of the initial offense that is the impetus for
dehumanization is re-examined, the perception of parole applicants as less than human may shift
accordingly.
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Indeed, the three classes of parole case characteristics outlined in the section prior have
the potential to alter the perceived humanness of parole applicants through the way they reframe
the nature of the initial offense. Waldram (2007) mentions examples of humanization that are
relevant to the retelling of the initial offense and post-release plans. In recounting the initial
offense, an acknowledgement of sexual abuse experienced in childhood and how the resulting
trauma played a role in the initial offense could humanize a parole applicant. Similarly, a postrelease plan to reunite with their devoted children provides a counterweight to the initial offense
by showing that the applicant is, just as most people are, also capable of mutually loving
relationships. Further, Evans (2018) writes of how pursuing a college education in prison – that
is, institutional behavior that is constructive – helped one person incarcerated for murder
demonstrate that they were a different person from who they were at the time of the initial
offense.
All in all, by contextualizing the nature of the initial offense within other aspects of the
parole applicant’s life, parole case characteristics may influence the extent to which parole
applicants are perceived to be human. Case characteristics that aggravate the initial offense
(hereafter referred to as aggravating case characteristics) could reinforce existing stereotypes of
incarcerated people, leading to further dehumanization of applicants. In contrast, case
characteristics that mitigate the initial offense (hereafter referred to as mitigating case
characteristics) could challenge a unidimensional understanding of incarcerated people and serve
to humanize applicants. Therefore, this paper aims to determine whether parole case
characteristics can significantly affect the perceived humanness of parole applicants.
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Applying Construal Level Theory to Case Characteristics and Parole Decisions
There is research to substantiate the idea that the parole decision-making process is
“arbitrary and capricious” (Bell, 2019). This lack of consistency in parole decisions is not
without its ramifications, especially as it pertains to racial justice; indeed, a review found that
only 1 in 6 Black first-time parole applicants were granted parole compared to 1 in 4 White firsttime applicants (Schwirtz et al., 2016). Hence, unfortunately for parole applicants, the vagueness
inherent in the parole review process leaves much to be desired.
Researchers have endeavored to illuminate the specific psychological processes that
underlie parole decisions. For instance, Carroll (1978) draws attention to the causal attributions
that parole board members make when trying to determine a parole applicant’s role in the initial
offense. In their study, they found that board members who perceived the initial offense to have
arisen out of stable factors (e.g. personality traits) were more likely to assign parole applicants to
unfavorable dispositions. Indeed, attributions of stability render the causal factor applicable
across multiple situations and instances, whereas attributions of instability tie the causal factor
exclusively to a particular situation and point in time.
This idea of stability or instability over place and time is extensively discussed in
Construal Level Theory (CLT). Trope and Liberman (2010) delineate abstract or higher-order
construals as superordinate global representations that apply across place and time. For example,
when parole board members attribute an offense to an applicant’s “lack of control” (Carroll,
1978, p. 380), there is a sense that this attribution encompasses multiple settings and instances.
In this way, abstract construals are inseparable from a greater degree of spatial, temporal and
even social distance (Stephan et al., 2010, 2011), which have collectively been termed
‘psychological distance’. Conversely, concrete or lower-order construals involve attributing an
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offense to a situation-specific factor, such as victim provocation, that represent the offense as a
result of antecedents specific to a single place and time. Correspondingly, concrete construals are
inextricable from psychological proximity (i.e. less psychological distance). Hence, CLT asserts
that construal level and psychological distance are intertwined concepts. Consequently, given
that psychological distance is linked to prejudice (Corrigan et al., 2001), it is no surprise that
varying construal level can also affect how positively people are perceived (Luguri et al., 2012).
Hence, especially in evaluative contexts such as the parole review process, construal level (and
psychological distance) potentially has appreciable implications for how parole board members
decide on a parole applicant’s case.
Exactly how construal level/psychological distance may influence parole decisions is still
up for debate. There is a dearth of research on CLT as it pertains to parole decision-making per
se. Nevertheless, given the data indicating that the motivation to punish may underlie parole
denial decisions (Vîlcică, 2018), it may not be far-fetched to make extrapolations based on
literature on CLT and punishment decisions. In fact, one study in particular by Gollwitzer and
Keller (2010) explains how construal level/psychological distance, when examined alongside
case characteristics, can account for punishment decisions. In this study, respondents were
informed of a student who had hidden library books away from other library users. Within the
study’s 2 x 2 factorial design, respondents were then assigned to conditions where the student
was either a first-time or repeat offending student (representing mitigating and aggravating case
characteristics respectively), and either psychologically proximal or distant (evoking concrete or
abstract construals respectively). The results showed a main effect of case characteristics, such
that the repeat offending student incited more anger and concern and was prescribed more severe
punishments than the first-time offending student. Intriguingly, there was also a significant
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interaction effect where respondents assigned to the first-time offending student were less angry,
less concerned and endorsed less severe punishment when the student was psychologically
proximal versus psychologically distant. In contrast, when assigned the repeat offending student,
respondents were angrier and more concerned when the student was psychologically proximal
versus psychologically distant. Hence, this study suggests that psychological proximity/concrete
construal intensifies the effect of both mitigating and aggravating characteristics, whereas
psychological distance/abstract construal attenuates the effect of these characteristics. In other
words, concrete construals augment both the mitigating and aggravating effects of case
characteristics, while abstract construals diminish both these effects.
Relating this research to parole decisions, these findings imply that parole applicants with
mitigating case characteristics are consistently more likely to be given less punitive parole
decisions than those with aggravating case characteristics. More importantly, for parole
applicants with mitigating case characteristics, it may be optimal to evoke concrete
representations of the parole case in order for applicants to receive a more favorable decision
outcome. Conversely, for applicants with aggravating case characteristics, construing parole
cases abstractly may lead to a more favorable decision outcome. Further research aiming to
confirm these predictions will not merely be of theoretical interest. In fact, given the profound
ramifications of parole denial for applicants, providing applicants with empirically sound
guidance on how to frame the strengths and weaknesses of their case is of paramount
importance. Consequently, it is imperative that researchers further elucidate the relationships
between parole case characteristics, construal level, and parole decisions.
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Applying Construal Level Theory to Case Characteristics and Perceived Humanness
In addition to its pertinence to parole decisions, CLT has profound relevance for the
perceived humanness of parole applicants. As touched on earlier, the dehumanization of justiceinvolved people entails stereotyping them as a group lacking in certain qualities exclusive to
human beings (e.g. warmth, Harris & Fiske, 2006). Indeed, dehumanization is an intergroup
phenomenon that involves the ingroup engaging in the “denial of full humanness in others” (i.e.
outgroup members; Haslam, 2006, p. 252, emphasis added).
Of note, the dehumanization of Black justice-involved people is even more severe,
perhaps because they are additionally regarded as members of a ‘racial outgroup’ in a Whitemajority society (Kunstman et al., 2013). As such, they tend to be more associated with
stereotypes specific to criminality compared to their non-Black counterparts (Hetey & Eberhardt,
2014). In fact, researchers have documented the tendency for people to dehumanize Black
justice-involved individuals via associating them with apes, as well as the weighty implications
of making these associations. For example, when words alluding to apes were primed,
participants rated police violence directed at Black suspects as more justified than that directed at
their White counterparts (Goff et al., 2008). Moreover, there is evidence that it is this Black-ape
association (i.e. dehumanization) — not just racial prejudice alone — that explains racial
disparity in real-world police violence. In Goff et al. (2014), the authors reported that,
independent of racial prejudice, officers who exhibited stronger Black-ape associations (i.e.
higher levels of dehumanization) also used greater degrees of force with Black than with White
juvenile suspects. All in all, to ensure that Black justice-involved people are not denied the
“equal protection of the laws” (U.S. Const. amend. XIV), there may be a need to contend with
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the phenomenon of dehumanization in analyzing the outcomes of the criminal legal system,
including those pertaining to the parole context.
To explain why ingroup and outgroup members are perceived to possess different degrees
of human attributes, it is apt to circle back to the concept of construal level/psychological
distance discussed earlier. Intuitively, outgroup members are more psychologically distant from
the self in comparison to ingroup members, and research finds that it is this psychological
distance that is associated with outgroup members being attributed fewer human qualities
(Rodríguez-Pérez et al., 2011). Consequently, by virtue of the near-inseparability between
construal level and psychological distance, it is small wonder that there is also evidence
connecting construal level to perceived humanness; certainly, when a person was described with
less detail (i.e. construed more abstractly), the tendency to dehumanize the person was stronger
(Haslam & Bain, 2007). Hence, there is sufficient basis for the postulation that differing
construal levels could influence the extent to which another person is perceived as human.
Reincorporating parole case characteristics into this discussion, it is possible to postulate
how construal level would interact with case characteristics to influence perceived humanness.
Specifically, Gong and Medin (2012) found that concrete construals elicited more extreme
judgments of morality, such that virtuous behaviors (comparable to mitigating case
characteristics) were viewed as more moral, while transgressions (comparable to aggravating
case characteristics) were viewed as more immoral. In contrast, abstract construals resulted in
less extreme judgments of morality for both types of behavior. Given that morality is an indicator
of humanness (Fiske, 2018), it could be surmised that these findings on judgments of morality
could extend to perceptions of humanness as well. In other words, concrete construals could
magnify the mitigating and aggravating effects of case characteristics on perceived humannes,
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while abstract construals may instead mute these effects. Of note, this anticipated pattern of
relationships in relation to perceived humanness exactly echoes that discussed earlier with
respect to parole decisions.
All in all, as no known study has examined parole case characteristics in tandem with
construal level with respect to perceived humanness, this paper will break new ground by
investigating the relationships between these constructs empirically.
Positing a Moderated Mediation Model
The prior sections have elaborated on the two outcomes of interest – parole decisions and
perceived humanness – in separate discussions. However, this paper will probe the possibility
that these two outcomes are related and could be analyzed within the same model. As a matter of
fact, there is research to support linking parole decisions with perceived humanness.
Firstly, the literature on the role of dehumanization in punishment strongly suggests a
similar role for dehumanization in parole decisions. In an earlier section, extrapolations were
made from the literature on punishment to the parole review context because it has been shown
that denying parole is at least partially driven by punitiveness considerations (Marquez-Lewis et
al., 2013). Thus, by inspecting how perceived humanness relates to punishment, we can posit
how perceived humanness relates to parole decisions. Indeed, studies reveal that people who
dehumanize incarcerated people more also report stronger retributive attitudes, as well as
preferences for longer periods of incarceration and harsher sentences (Bastian et al., 2013;
O’Toole & Fondacaro, 2017; Viki et al., 2012). Hence, perceiving incarcerated people as less
human is associated with support for more severe punishment. Correspondingly, regarding
parole applicants as less human may be related to a preference for a more punitive parole
decision, contributing to a parole denial. Conversely, seeing a parole applicant as more human
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may instead be linked to a less punitive parole decision, elevating the likelihood of granting
parole.
A second line of evidence that connects parole decisions and perceived humanness is the
concept of remorse. Despite the ambiguity surrounding its definition and evaluation, remorse
remains an influential consideration in the granting of parole (Bronnimann, 2020). Indeed, parole
board members take a lack of remorse to indicate that applicants are “not ready” and require
further incarceration (Ruhland, 2020, p. 652), which is accompanied by a dehumanizing effect
on parole applicants (Deska et al., 2020). One possible explanation for the dehumanizing effect
is that researchers consider remorse, alongside other similar emotions, measures of perceived
humanness (Leyens et al., 2001). These emotions are collectively known as secondary or
‘uniquely human’ emotions (Cuddy et al., 2007), which are exclusive to human beings and
contrasted with primary or ‘non-uniquely human’ emotions (e.g. pleasure, pain; Demoulin et al.,
2004). Consequently, parole board members could be denying parole because applicants are
ostensibly exhibiting insufficient remorse, and correspondingly, insufficient humanness. In
summary, there is substantial evidence to suggest a connection between parole decisions and
perceived humanness.
Therefore, given the previously outlined and hypothesized relationships between parole
case characteristics, construal level, perceived humanness, and parole decisions, a moderated
mediation model that encompasses these relationships could be postulated (Figure 1). This paper
tested this model in order to illuminate the precise pattern of relationships between the constructs
of interest. Of note, the testing of the model remained ancillary to the analyses of the main
relationships explored in earlier sections.
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Figure 1
Proposed Moderated Mediation Model

Note. Construal level is theorized to interact with parole case characteristics to indirectly
influence parole decisions through perceived humanness. Construal level is also expected to
interact with parole case characteristics to directly influence parole decisions.
Present Study
In short, the primary aims of this paper involved examining the effect of parole case
characteristics and construal level on parole decisions and perceived humanness. Regarding
parole decisions, two different facets of parole decisions were examined in this paper: the
certainty with which the parole decision was made (i.e. parole decision certainty) and the specific
arrangements for the applicant following the parole decision (i.e. specific parole disposition).
Based on the literature reviewed prior, the following hypotheses were tested:

1ai: Participants presented a case with more mitigating characteristics will be more certain of
their decision to grant parole, whereas those presented with a case with more aggravating
characteristics will be more certain of their decision to deny parole.
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1aii: The relationship in 1ai will be moderated by construal level in that, for cases with more
mitigating characteristics, concrete (versus abstract) construals will be associated with greater
certainty in the decision to grant parole; in contrast, for cases with more aggravating
characteristics, abstract (versus concrete) construals will be associated with greater certainty in
the decision to grant parole.

1bi: Participants presented a case with more mitigating characteristics will be more likely to
assign the applicant a more lenient specific parole disposition, whereas those presented with a
case with more aggravating characteristics will be less likely to assign the applicant a more
lenient specific parole disposition.

1bii: The relationship in 1bi will be moderated by construal level in that, for cases with more
mitigating characteristics, concrete (versus abstract) construals will be associated with a higher
likelihood of assigning the applicant a more lenient specific parole disposition; in contrast, for
cases with more aggravating characteristics, abstract (versus concrete) construals will be
associated with a higher likelihood of assigning the applicant a more lenient specific parole
disposition.

2i: Participants presented a case with more mitigating characteristics will perceive parole
applicants as more human, whereas those presented with a case with more aggravating
characteristics will perceive parole applicants as less human.
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2ii: The relationship in 2ai will be moderated by construal level in that, for cases with more
mitigating characteristics, concrete (versus abstract) construals will be associated with more
perceived humanness; in contrast, for cases with aggravating characteristics, abstract (versus
concrete) construals will be associated with more perceived humanness.

As a secondary aim, the proposed moderated mediation model was tested based on the
following hypothesis:

3: Construal level moderates the indirect effect of parole case characteristics on parole decision
certainty through the applicant’s perceived humanness. Construal level will also moderate the
direct effect of parole case characteristics on parole decision certainty.

Methods
Participants
According to calculations made via G*Power (Faul et al., 2009), the estimated minimum
sample size required for multiple regression analyses with a medium effect size, power of .8 and
an alpha value of .05 is 77. However, to be conservative, while also taking into account available
funding, a target sample size of 125 was recruited. A quota sample of participants was recruited
through Prolific, an online recruiting platform used by many academic researchers. While a
similar platform called Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) has also been employed widely by
researchers, data quality concerns have been raised, especially those attributed to an
underrepresentation of participants who are ‘naïve’ (i.e. have less extensive experience with
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psychological studies; Robinson et al., 2019). In contrast, Prolific users have been shown to be
more naïve than their MTurk counterparts and also significantly more honest (Peer et al., 2017).
Quota sampling was employed in the present study due to a recognition of recent political
developments and their likely impact on the present study. In particular, during the recent New
York City mayoral elections, reports showed that many Black and low-income voters supported
then candidate Eric Adams, who promised to be “tough on crime” should he be elected (Wahid,
2021). Hence, given the justice issues discussed in this study, it would be remiss not to make
especial efforts to include the perspectives of New York residents from racial minorities and
lower socioeconomic groups. Accordingly, this study used quota sampling to ensure that the
various racial and socioeconomic groups constituted sufficient portions of the study sample.
Regarding race, in accordance with Prolific’s and the U.S. Census data’s race categories,
participants were grouped into one of the following five race quota categories: Asian, Black,
White, Multiracial, and Other (e.g. Alaskan Native). For socioeconomic status (SES), recent data
from the U.S. Census Bureau (2019) puts the median annual household income in New York at
about $68,500. However, due to Prolific categorizing users into $10,000 household income
brackets, the median was rounded up to $70,000 for the purposes of this study. Hence,
participants with an annual household income of $70,000 or higher were considered ‘higher
SES’, whereas those with an annual household income of less than $70,000 were considered
‘lower SES’.
Consistent with recommendations by Prolific, 10 ‘microstudies’ were created to achieve a
representative sample of New York residents with respect to race and SES. These microstudies
were identical, except for the specific inclusion criteria (with respect to race and SES) and the
microstudy’s sample size. Participants were assigned to the appropriate microstudy based on the
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race and annual household income information they had previously provided on their Prolific
profiles. Each microstudy had a sample size proportionally determined with reference to U.S.
Census Bureau (2019) data on New York state. In summary, Table 1 shows the sample sizes for
the 10 microstudies.
Table 1
Subsample sizes and percentages for quota sample (race by socioeconomic status)
Socioeconomic status
Race/Ethnicity

Lower SES

Higher SES

Total

Asian

6 (4.8%)

5 (4.0%)

11 (8.8%)

Black

11 (8.8%)

11 (8.8%)

22 (17.6%)

White

43 (34.4%)

44 (35.2%)

87 (69.6%)

Multiracial

2 (1.6%)

1 (0.8%)

3 (2.4%)

Other

1 (0.8%)

1 (0.8%)

2 (1.6%)

Total

63 (50.4%)

62 (49.6%)

125 (100.0%)

Other than these stipulations above, the only inclusion criteria for participants were that
they had to be aged 18 and above, and were listed as a New York state resident on Prolific.
Participants were reimbursed USD $3.75 for the 15-minute study through the Prolific platform,
in line with the $15 minimum hourly wage in New York state (New York State, n.d.).
Procedure
This study forms the first half of a larger research project on New York residents’
opinions on parole. The present study focused on examining residents’ responses to a specific
individual applying for parole. It employed an online questionnaire conducted via Qualtrics, a
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platform for online surveys. Participants were directed to the Qualtrics link, where they provided
their informed consent electronically.
In the main body of the questionnaire, participants were first given a brief introduction to
the parole process and the Board of Parole in New York state. As an attention check, participants
responded to one multiple-choice question about the information given in the brief introduction.
Next, participants were informed that they would be reading a transcript of an interview
conducted by the Board of Parole with a parole applicant named Louis Jones. Besides his name,
they were given his date of birth, current age, corrections facility and a headshot. Then,
participants were randomly assigned to one of six interview transcript versions corresponding to
the 2 (construal level: abstract versus concrete) X 3 (case characteristics: aggravating versus
neutral versus mitigating) factorial design. After reading the transcript, participants completed a
set of three attention check multiple-choice questions asking about transcript content that was not
manipulated across conditions (e.g. “Who will Louis live with if granted parole release?”).
Subsequently, participants completed a manipulation check item assessing their perception of the
characteristics of Jones’ parole case. Following this, participants completed two measures of
perceived humanness presented in a random order: the secondary emotions scale and the Ascent
of Man (AOM) measure. They were then asked for their decision on whether to grant or deny
parole to the applicant. After that, participants responded to the measures of the two facets of
parole decisions presented in a random order: an item measuring certainty in their decision to
grant or deny parole, and an item asking about the specific disposition they believed to be
appropriate for the applicant following the parole decision (e.g. grant parole with strict curfew).
Finally, participants provided basic demographic information about themselves and were
debriefed.
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Study Stimuli
As discussed throughout this paper, people convicted of violent offenses may be denied
parole predominantly because of the nature of the initial offense. Coupled with the fact that
people convicted of violent offenses make up about 2 in 3 people incarcerated in New York state
prisons (Dworakowski, 2018), it was important that the case adapted for the present study
involve an applicant incarcerated for a violent initial offense. Thus, parole interview transcripts
involving such applicants were sourced from a local parole advocacy group and one applicant’s
case was selected. In order for the case to be considered representative of most people
incarcerated for violent offenses, special attention was paid to selecting a case in which the
severity of the applicant’s convictions was neither too severe nor too minor.
To preserve the real parole applicant’s anonymity, their name was changed to Louis
Jones in the adapted transcripts for this study. Also, the correctional facility mentioned in the
stimuli is a fictional one. Names of other individuals detailed in the original transcripts were also
changed. Instead of providing a photo depicting the real applicant, a headshot of a model was
used. The model, who is a Black man, had given prior permission for their photo to be used for
justice-related research. Thus, Jones is presented as a Black man applying for parole. His race
was deliberately made explicit to participants in light of the previously discussed literature on the
racial disparities in justice-related decisions and dehumanization. In summary, for all intents and
purposes, participants were presented with a fictional parole applicant, though they were not
made aware of this fact until they were debriefed.
The real parole case comprised several interviews conducted by the Board of Parole with
the real parole applicant over the last decade. Information across these original interview
transcripts was pooled and adapted into a ‘prototypical’ transcript. This was done while
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preserving much of the content and language used in the original transcripts involving the real
applicant, so as to enhance the sense of realism in the stimuli. The prototypical transcript
contained three subsections titled “Initial offense”, “Time in Prison”, and “Current
support/Future plans” which detail various aspects of the case in the applicant’s voice. The
“Initial offense” subsection recounted the circumstances surrounding the initial offense that led
to incarceration. Next, the “Time in prison” subsection provided information on institutional
behavior, outlining the infractions incurred, as well as the personal growth and development that
occurred in prison. Lastly, the “Current support/Future plans” subsection comprised post-release
plans describing present-day relationships with people in the community alongside plans for
accommodation and employment.
After crafting the prototypical transcript, the transcript was modified to create an abstract
and a concrete version of the prototypical transcript. These versions formed the basis for the
manipulation of construal level. In modifying these transcripts, reference was taken from
procedures in prior studies where global descriptions of motives and situations were used to elicit
abstract construals, while specific descriptions were used to elicit concrete construals (Fujita et
al., 2006; Kim et al., 2013). In the present study, for example, the parole applicant was described
as having “been in trouble with the law once before for theft” in the abstract construal
conditions; conversely, he was described as having “been to jail once before for stealing a bike”
in the concrete construal conditions. Hence, these two transcript versions constituted the abstract
and concrete versions of the transcript in the neutral characteristics conditions.
Next, the transcript versions in the neutral characteristics conditions served as the
template for the versions in the aggravating and mitigating characteristics conditions. There has
been scant discussion on the theoretical underpinnings for deeming factors aggravating or
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mitigating in sentencing, despite the widespread use of these factors in justice systems around
the world (Manson, 2011). Indeed, one author has suggested that the judgment of a factor as
mitigating or aggravating is frequently “a matter of intuition” (Cheng, 2017, p. 508). In spite of
this definitional ambiguity, it was necessary for the present study’s objectives to conceptualize
mitigating and aggravating characteristics in a manner that could be adapted to fit the parole
context and was natural for a vignette-type stimulus. Hence, reference was taken from Butler and
Moran (2007), which listed mitigating and aggravating factors in relation to the sentencing for a
specific robbery and murder case. Of these, two mitigating factors (i.e. “physically abused as a
child” and “extreme mental or emotional disturbance”) were selected to inform the transcript
versions in the mitigating characteristics conditions, whereas one aggravating factor (i.e. “prior
history of violence”) shaped the transcript versions in the aggravating characteristics conditions.
Accordingly, the transcript versions in the mitigating characteristics conditions feature a
heightened intensity in the abuse the applicant faced in childhood, as well as its undeniably
debilitating aftereffects; thus, his violent offenses were explicitly acknowledged as
manifestations of his unresolved trauma. In contrast, the transcript versions in the aggravating
characteristics conditions depict a less sympathetic applicant who had ingrained and maladaptive
responses to conflict; instead of a traumatic past, the parole applicant’s violent offenses stemmed
from uncontrollable rage and were propelled by his feelings of jealousy and pride. For the
purposes of comparison, the parole applicant in the neutral characteristics conditions falls
somewhere between those in the mitigating and aggravating depictions, recognizing the
traumatic experiences in his childhood but not linking them to his offenses. To be exact, between
the three case characteristics conditions, the specific areas that were altered include the
circumstances surrounding the initial offense and the offense in prison, the insights gained after
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the prison offense, the applicant’s achievements while in prison, the extent to which he was able
to demonstrate positive social connections in the community, and his employment opportunities
post-release. For example, transcripts in the neutral characteristics conditions describe the parole
applicant gaining insight into his past when he realizes he “had picked up poor values”. In the
aggravating characteristics conditions, he instead says he “was just behaving as [his] father
taught [him], not much more to it”. In contrast, the parole applicant in the mitigating conditions
discovers he “had experienced many types of hardship and often relived [his] trauma through
flashbacks”. Crucially, the nature of the initial offenses Jones was convicted with were not
manipulated across conditions. Hence, only the case characteristics peripheral to the nature of the
initial offense (i.e. parole case characteristics) were varied across conditions.
Measures
Independent Measure
Parole Case Characteristics.
As there are no known studies that have manipulated case characteristics in the parole
context using the method outlined above, a manipulation check was deemed necessary. In light
of the aforementioned conceptual ambiguity surrounding mitigating and aggravating
characteristics, the present study introduced a novel measure to serve as a manipulation check to
assess the resulting “mental state” post-manipulation (Lench et al., 2014); that is, the
manipulation check evaluated participants’ subjective perceptions of how mitigating or
aggravating the parole case characteristics were.
Once again, reference was taken from the literature on mitigating and aggravating factors
in sentencing. In particular, two future-oriented factors were pertinent to the parole context. On
one hand, taking reference from Ashworth (2011), it can be argued that the parole applicant’s
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potential to make positive societal contributions, given their efforts at rehabilitation while in
prison (e.g. pursuing higher education), may have a mitigating effect on how the initial offense is
viewed. On the other hand, as discussed in Morgan and Mannheimer (2009), the future
dangerousness of the convicted person may have an aggravating effect on how the initial offense
is regarded. Thus, the present study incorporated both future contributions and future
dangerousness into a single item measuring how mitigating or aggravating the parole case’s
characteristics were perceived to be; hereafter, this construct will be referred to as perceived
parole case characteristics. The item is as follows: “There were many details in the case that
show that the applicant has potential for positive change.” Participants rated the extent to which
they agreed with the above statement on a scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly
agree); hence, a higher score indicates that the characteristics of the case were perceived to be
more mitigating, whereas a lower score suggests that they were perceived to be more
aggravating.
Dependent Measures
Perceived Humanness.
Two measures of perceived humanness were employed in this study.
Firstly, as a subtle means of assessing perceived humanness, a measure of the attribution
of secondary emotions to the parole applicant was administered. Secondary emotions (e.g.
compassion) are considered to be uniquely human features (Leyens et al., 2001); thus, the
attribution of secondary emotions to a target person has been used by researchers as a measure of
humanization (e.g. Čehajić et al., 2009). Being cognizant of the prior discussion on the role of
remorse in parole decisions, the present study employed the list featured in Costello and Hodson
(2010) as it includes remorse amongst its items. This list was also selected because of its equal
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number of positive and negative valence emotions, ameliorating the bias that emotional valence
may have on the responses. Participants rated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much so)
the degree to which they felt the parole applicant experiences the list of six primary and six
secondary emotions; however, only the ratings for secondary emotions were included in the
analysis. Ratings on the secondary emotion items were summed up, regardless of emotional
valence. Costello & Hodson (2010) reported Cronbach’s alpha values of .83 and .91 for the
secondary emotions scale in two independent studies, indicating good-to-excellent internal
consistency. Also, when used to evaluate the perceived humanness of immigrants, the authors
found a significant correlation between the secondary emotions scale and a trait-based measure
of perceived humanness; hence, there is evidence of the secondary emotions scale’s convergent
validity when used in evaluations of outgroup members in society, such as immigrants and,
potentially, incarcerated people. In the present study, the secondary emotions subscale exhibited
good internal consistency (α = .87).
Secondly, in order to include a blatant measure of perceived humanness, the Ascent of
Man (AOM; Kteily et al., 2015) scale was employed. Despite being a recently constructed scale,
the AOM has already been used in numerous studies to investigate the overt dehumanization of
stigmatized and minority groups (see, e.g., Kersbergen & Robinson, 2019; Bruneau et al., 2020).
The AOM positions a slider rating scale consisting of a range from 0 to 100 under an adaptation
of The Road to Homo Sapiens, which portrays the stepwise evolution from ape (corresponding to
a 0 value) to ‘advanced’ human (corresponding to a 100 value). Participants were asked to slide
the indicator to the point on the scale that represents how evolved they believed the parole
applicant to be. When used to compare perceived humanness in Americans versus nonAmericans, the AOM scores were correlated with measures of animalistic and mechanistic
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dehumanization, demonstrating that the AOM scale has adequate convergent validity when
employed for the evaluation of outgroup members in American society, including nonAmericans and, potentially, incarcerated people (Kteily et al., 2015).
Parole Decisions.
As outlined in the hypotheses, two aspects of parole decisions were examined in the
present study: parole decision certainty and specific parole disposition. As the measures for both
aspects require participants to have made a decision to either grant or deny parole to the
applicant, participants indicated this decision first before proceeding to the two measures.
First, a measure was employed to evaluate the extent to which participants were certain in
their decision to grant or deny parole. Decision certainty is a frequently measured construct in
studies on jury decision making (see, e.g., Davis et al., 1976; Schmittat & Englich, 2016; Stasser
& Davis, 1981), which shares similarities with parole decision making in that they both involve
group-based judgments within a criminal legal context. Referencing the procedure in Lindsey
and Miller (2011), participants rated their parole decision certainty on a scale of 1 (very
uncertain) to 5 (very certain). Next, the certainty rating was multiplied by +1 if the participant
had decided to grant parole and -1 if the participant had chosen to deny parole. Removing the
non-existent zero value and using the appropriate linear transformations, this resulted in a 10point scale ranging from 1 (very certain in denying parole) to 10 (very certain in granting
parole).
Second, a measure was included to assess the parole decision more specifically by asking
participants to select the most appropriate disposition following the parole decision. If
participants chose to grant parole, they were asked to choose from three dispositions, arranged
here in order of increasing leniency: grant parole with strict curfew and ban from living near or
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entering school zones, grant parole with strict curfew, and grant parole (with no special
conditions). If participants chose to deny the applicant parole, they decided between the
following three dispositions, arranged here in order of decreasing leniency: deny parole for now
and reconsider in 12 months, deny parole for now and reconsider in 24 months, and deny parole
for the rest of the sentence. These two three-point ordinal scales serve as graduated measures for
parole decisions and are aimed at assessing the magnitude or ‘extremeness’ of the parole
decision. This use of graduated measures to assess parole decisions was inspired by a Canadian
study by Cumberland and Zamble (1992). However, the disposition options in the Canadian
study could not be used in the present study as there are no known adequate translations for some
of the Canadian dispositions (e.g. day parole) in the New York parole system. Hence, the
disposition options were modified to fit the stipulations for New York state as described in the
DOCCS Community Supervision Handbook (DOCCS, n.d.c).
Analysis Plan
SPSS Version 25.0 was used to conduct all data analyses.
Separate multiple linear regression models were planned with secondary emotions, AOM
and parole decision certainty as the dependent variables. Each of these models included parole
case characteristics, construal level group (i.e. abstract versus concrete), and the interaction term
for these two variables as predictors.
The specific disposition measure of parole decisions was analyzed using ordinal logistic
regression with the proportional odds model. Participants who granted parole were analyzed in a
separate model from those who denied parole. As in the linear regression models, each of the
ordinal logistic regression models included parole case characteristics, construal level group, and
the interaction term for these two variables as predictors.
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The proposed moderated mediation model was tested via the PROCESS macro (Hayes,
2017) in SPSS. The model 8 template was employed and analysis was conducted with
bootstrapping in 5000 samples. Parole case characteristics was entered as the independent
variable, whereas secondary emotions was designated as the mediating variable. As the sole
continuous indicator of parole decisions, parole decision certainty was used as the dependent
variable. Finally, construal level group was the moderating variable for both the indirect and
direct pathways.

Results
Preliminary Analyses and Modifications to Analysis Plan
There were no missing data in this study, as almost all items in the online questionnaire
were designated as mandatory to complete. Additionally, three participants who did not answer
at least 75% of the attention check questions correctly (i.e. at least three out of four correct
answers) were removed before further analysis occurred.
An examination of AOM scores showed that they were severely negatively skewed, so
much so that 52 participants (42.6%) input the maximum score of 100 as their response. When
the AOM was entered as the dependent variable in the linear regression analysis, the
homoscedasticity assumption was violated. Attempts to rectify this issue via data transformations
were unsuccessful; thus, the AOM scale was not included in the analyses.
Moreover, preliminary analyses involving assumption testing flagged issues with the
parole decision certainty scores. Although the present study closely followed the procedure for
transforming these scores as laid out in Lindsey and Miller (2011), the resulting distribution was
bimodal. Consequently, when linear regression was conducted with parole decision certainty as
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the dependent variable, the homoscedasticity assumption was violated. Data transformation
techniques did not rectify this issue. Thus, in order for regression analyses to proceed,
participants who granted parole would have to be analyzed in a separate model from those who
denied parole. However, as only 25 participants decided to deny parole to the applicant, this
subset of participants was much smaller than the minimum sample size of 77 required for the
planned analyses. Hence, for the testing of Hypothesis 1 and 3, only data from the 97 participants
who granted parole were included in the analyses. Accordingly, the range of possible parole
decision certainty scores became restricted, such that participants’ ratings were between 6 (very
uncertain of granting parole) and 10 (very certain of granting parole).
Furthermore, preliminary analyses revealed that the experimental manipulation of parole
case characteristics via the transcript stimuli did not pass the manipulation check. A one-way
ANOVA was conducted with case characteristics group (aggravating, neutral or mitigating) as
the independent variable and perceived parole case characteristics as the dependent variable. No
significant difference was found amongst the aggravating (M = 7.1, SD = 2.3), neutral (M = 7.3,
SD = 1.9), and mitigating (M = 7.8, SD = 1.9) groups (F (2, 119) = 1.33, p = .27). Likewise,
further analyses revealed that there were no significant differences between the three case
characteristics groups in terms of secondary emotions (F (2, 119) = 1.56, p = .21); additionally,
for participants who granted parole to the applicant, the three groups were not significantly
different in parole decision certainty ratings (F (2, 94) = 1.87, p = .16) nor the specific
disposition they assigned to the applicant (χ2 (4, 97) = 7.13, p = .13). Hence, given that the
experimental manipulation of parole case characteristics did not pass the manipulation check, but
also did not influence the dependent variables, it was deemed appropriate to merge data across
the three groups for analyses. Accordingly, while the single-item measure of perceived parole
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case characteristics was initially intended to only be a check for the experimental manipulation,
it now replaced the case characteristics groups as the independent variable for the subsequent
analyses. Consequently, as parole case characteristics variable was now measured on a
continuous scale, the scores were mean centered prior to analyses to ameliorate multicollinearity
concerns, as recommended by Iacobucci et al. (2016).
Sample Descriptives
The final sample comprised 122 participants. The participants were relatively young (M
= 33.9, SD = 13.0, range = 18.0 – 72.0) and trended liberal (M = 2.9, SD = 1.5). In comparison
to the wider population of New York state (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019), the sample also included
more women and people with a four-year college or postgraduate degree. More information on
the final sample’s demographics is presented in Table 2, whereas descriptive statistics for
variables of interest are shown in Table 3.
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Table 2
Demographics of Study Sample (N = 122)
N (%)
Race (constrained by quotas)
Asian

9 (7.4)

Black

22 (18.0)

White

86 (70.5)

Multiracial

3 (2.5)

Other

2 (1.6)

Socioeconomic status (constrained by quotas)
High (≥ $70,000 in annual household income)

60 (49.2)

Low (< $70,000 in annual household income)

62 (50.8)

Women

75 (61.5)

Men

45 (36.9)

Gender

Non-binary

2 (1.6)

Education
Less than high school

1 (0.8)

High school/GED diploma

33 (27.0)

Two-year college degree

11 (9.0)

Four-year college degree

52 (42.6)

Postgraduate degree

25 (20.5)
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Table 2 (continued)
Place of residence
Within five boroughs of New York City

61 (50.0)

Outside of five boroughs of New York City

61 (50.0)

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics of Measures for Variables of Interest (N = 122)
M

SD

Range of scores in sample

Perceived parole case characteristics

7.4

2.0

0.0 to 10.0

Secondary emotions

22.5

4.7

8.0 to 30.0

Parole decision certainty (granted

9.0

0.9

7.0 to 10.0

parole, N = 97)
N (%)
Assigned to abstract condition

61 (50.0)

Assigned to concrete condition

61 (50.0)

Parole decision (granted parole)

97 (79.5)

Curfew and school zone ban

15 (12.3)

Curfew only

54 (44.3)

No special conditions

28 (23.0)

Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation.
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Hypothesis 1a: Perceived Case Characteristics, Construal Level and Parole Decision
Certainty
As mentioned previously, Hypothesis 1 was tested only with the data from the 97
(79.5%) participants who decided to grant parole to the applicant.
Parole decision certainty scores were regressed on the perceived parole case
characteristics scores, construal level group and the interaction between these two variables;
detailed findings are shown in Table 4. For participants who granted parole, the overall linear
regression model was significant (R2 = .45, F (3, 93) = 25.52, p < .001), showing that including
the three predictors in the model provided significantly more explanatory power than a model
without these predictors. Indeed, the adjusted R2 value indicates that perceived aggravatingmitigating characteristics, construal level, and the interaction term between these two variables
collectively explained more than 40% of the variance in parole decision certainty.
As predicted in Hypothesis 1ai, the more mitigating a case’s characteristics were
perceived to be, the more certain participants were of granting parole to the applicant (b = 0.49, t
= 7.83, p < .001). With respect to Hypothesis 1aii, the moderating effect of construal level was
significant (b = -0.20, t = -2.06, p = .04). Using the benchmarks suggested by Acock (2014) for
standardized beta coefficients, the main effect of parole case characteristics on parole decision
certainty had a large effect size (β = 0.79), whereas the moderating influence of construal level
was a moderate effect (β = -0.22).
To probe the moderating effect of construal level, a simple slopes analysis was
conducted; Figure 2 shows a visual representation of the findings. The analysis revealed that,
when a case’s perceived characteristics were more aggravating (i.e. low perceived case
characteristics score with a mean-centered value of -0.40), construal level was predictive of
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parole decision certainty (b = 0.41, t = 2.48, p = .02). In other words, the disparity in decision
certainty was significant between abstractly and concretely described cases. Specifically,
participants presented with an abstractly described case were significantly more certain of their
decision to grant parole than participants presented with a concretely described case. However,
in contrast to expectations, when a case’s perceived characteristics were more mitigating (i.e.
high perceived case characteristics score with a mean-centered value of 2.60), the disparity in
decision certainty was not significantly different between abstractly and concretely described
cases (b = -0.20, t = -0.84, p = .40). In summary, the data from participants who granted parole
partially supported Hypothesis 1aii.
Table 4
Coefficients for Multiple Linear Regression with Parole Decision Certainty as the Dependent
Variable for Participants who Granted Parole (N = 97)
b

β

SE

t

p

Constant

8.59

-

0.10

82.49

< .001

Perceived case characteristics

0.49

0.79

0.06

7.83

<. 001

Construal level

0.33

0.19

0.15

2.26

.03

Perceived case characteristics

-0.20

-0.22

0.10

-2.06

.04

X
Construal level
Overall model: R2 = .45, adjusted R2 = .43, F (3, 93) = 25.52, p < .001
Note. β = standardized coefficient; SE = standard error.
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Figure 2
Interaction Effect between Perceived Parole Case Characteristics (Mean-Centered) and
Construal Level for Participants who Granted Parole (N = 97)
9.8

Parole Decision Certainty
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8.4
8.2
8
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Note. At lower levels of perceived parole case characteristics (i.e. more aggravating
characteristics), abstract (versus concrete) construals are associated with a significantly higher
certainty in the decision to grant parole. At higher levels of perceived parole case characteristics
(i.e. more mitigating characteristics), the difference in decision certainty between construal levels
is not significant.
Hypothesis 1b: Perceived Case Characteristics, Construal Level and Specific Parole
Disposition
For participants who granted parole, analysis showed that the model containing the three
predictors fit the data significantly better than the base model (χ2 (3, 97) = 12.18, p = .01).
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Consistent with Hypothesis 1bi, perceived parole case characteristics had a significant main
effect on the specific parole disposition (OR = 1.62, 95% CI [1.09, 2.40], p = .02); in other
words, for every one unit increase in the extent to which the case characteristics are perceived to
be mitigating, the odds of participants selecting a more lenient parole disposition becomes 1.62
times higher. In contrast, Hypothesis 1bii was not supported by the data. The moderating effect
of construal level was not significant (OR = 1.08, 95% CI [0.60, 1.94], p = .79), indicating that
the differences in specific disposition selection in abstractly versus concretely construed cases
was similar in cases perceived to have more mitigating characteristics and in cases perceived to
have more aggravating characteristics. More details on this analysis are provided in Table 5.
Table 5
Coefficients for Ordinal Logistic Regression with Specific Parole Disposition as the Dependent
Variable for Participants who Granted Parole (N = 97)
Coef

SE

p

OR

95% CI

Perceived case characteristics

0.48

0.20

.02

1.62

1.09 to 2.40

Construal level

-0.37

0.44

.41

0.69

0.29 to 1.64

Perceived case characteristics

0.08

0.30

.79

1.08

0.60 to 1.94

X
Construal level
Overall model: χ2 (3, 97) = 12.18, p = .01
Note. Coef = coefficient estimate; SE = standard error; OR = odds ratio; 95% CI = 95%
confidence interval.
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Hypothesis 2: Perceived Case Characteristics, Construal Level and Perceived Humanness
The total secondary emotions scores were regressed on the perceived parole case
characteristics scores, construal level group and the interaction between these two variables;
detailed findings are displayed in Table 6. The overall model was significant (R2 = .43, F (3,
118) = 29.59, p < .001), evincing that including these three predictors in the model provided
significantly more explanatory power than a model without these predictors. In fact, the adjusted
R2 value indicates that perceived case characteristics, construal level, and the interaction term
between these two variables collectively explained more than 40% of the variance in secondary
emotions.
Consistent with Hypothesis 2i, the more mitigating a case’s characteristics were
perceived to be, the more secondary emotions (i.e. uniquely human emotions) were attributed to
the parole applicant (b = 1.35, t = 5.78, p < .001). However, Hypothesis 2ii was not supported by
the data. The predicted moderating effect of construal level was not significant (b = .27, t = .83, p
= .41); that is, the disparity in attributed secondary emotions between abstractly and concretely
presented cases when participants perceived cases to have mitigating characteristics were not
significantly different than that when participants perceived cases to have aggravating
characteristics.
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Table 6
Coefficients for Multiple Linear Regression with Secondary Emotions as the Dependent Variable
(N = 122)
b

β

SE

t

p

Constant

22.54

-

0.46

48.90

< .001

Parole case characteristics

1.35

0.59

0.23

5.78

< .001

Construal level

0.05

0.01

0.65

0.08

.94

Parole case characteristics

0.27

0.09

0.32

0.83

.41

X
Construal level
Overall model: R2 = .43, adjusted R2 = .42, F (3, 118) = 29.59, p < .001
Note. β = standardized coefficient; SE = standard error.
Hypothesis 1 and 2: Follow-up Ancillary Analyses
As highlighted earlier, the participants recruited for the present study were more likely to
be young, identify as a woman, have a college degree, and hold liberal views. Hence, these
demographic variables may serve as alternative explanations for the significant findings outlined
in preceding sections. To rule out these possible alternative explanations, follow-up analyses
were conducted with respect to the main hypotheses in this paper (i.e. Hypotheses 1 and 2).
Specifically, relationships between the four demographic variables (i.e. age, gender, education
and political orientation) and all the independent and dependent variables were examined
preliminarily via Pearson or Spearman bivariate correlations or chi-square tests of independence
whenever appropriate. Then, any demographic variables that were significantly related to the
independent or dependent variables were entered into the relevant regression models as
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additional predictors. Of note, as there were too few participants that identified as non-binary,
this follow-up analysis was only conducted with data from participants who identified as men or
women. Moreover, to account for education level categories that applied to very small numbers
of participants, education level categories were collapsed into three groups: high school/GED
diploma or less, college degree (including both 2-year and 4-year degrees), and postgraduate
degree. Two dummy variables representing having only a college degree and having a
postgraduate degree were then created, such that participants with a high school/GED diploma or
less were designated as the reference group.
In all the analyses involving parole decision certainty or specific parole disposition (N =
95), none of the four demographic variables were significantly related to perceived parole case
characteristics, construal level, parole decision certainty or specific parole disposition. Hence, it
can be inferred that the findings vis-à-vis parole decisions were not influenced by the
demographic skews in the sample. On the other hand, in the analyses involving perceived
humanness (N = 120), participant age was correlated with perceived case characteristics (r =
-.22, p = .02), indicating that younger participants were more likely to perceive the parole case as
having more mitigating characteristics. Additionally, gender was correlated with both perceived
case characteristics (r = .24, p = .008) and secondary emotions (r = .23, p = .01), suggesting that
women were more likely to perceive the case as having more mitigating characteristics and the
applicant as being more human. Thus, age and gender were entered as additional predictors into
the linear regression model tested in Hypothesis 2. The results of this analysis yielded the same
conclusions as in the original model, despite accounting for variations in age and gender:
perceived case characteristics remained a significant predictor of perceived humanness (b = 1.32,
t = 5.55, p < .001) and construal level did not have a significant moderating influence on the
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relationship between perceived case characteristics and perceived humanness (b = 0.25, t = 0.76,
p = .45). Altogether, the follow-up analyses support the assertion that, despite the sample’s
differences in demographic makeup in comparison to that of New York state, these differences
did not have an impact on the present study’s conclusions.
Hypothesis 3: Moderated Mediation Model
The proposed model was analyzed with participants who granted parole. A visual
representation of noteworthy findings is presented in Figure 3, while detailed results are
displayed in Table 7. All path notations (e.g. â, ĉ’) were adapted from MacKinnon et al. (2007).
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Figure 3
Proposed Moderated Mediation Model with Unstandardized Coefficients for Participants who
Granted Parole (N = 97)

Note. Construal level moderates the direct pathway between perceived parole case characteristics
and parole decision certainty, but does not moderate the indirect pathway through perceived
humanness. Accordingly, the index of moderated mediation has a 95% confidence interval that
includes zero, indicating that the moderated mediation effect is not significant. â = direct effect
of perceived parole case characteristics on secondary emotions; b̂ = direct effect of secondary
emotions on parole decision certainty; ĉ’ = direct effect of perceived parole case characteristics
on parole decision certainty accounting for secondary emotions; Intâ = interaction effect of
construal level with perceived parole case characteristics on secondary emotions; Intĉ’ =
interaction effect of construal level with perceived parole case characteristics on parole decision
certainty; SE = standard error; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval.
*p < 0.5. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 7
Unstandardized Coefficients for Proposed Moderated Mediation Model for Participants who
Granted Parole (N = 97)
Exogenous variable

Endogenous variable: Secondary emotions
Path

Coef

SE

t

p

LLCI

ULCI

Constant

-

22.85

0.59

38.89

< .001

21.69

24.02

Perceived charact

â

1.15

0.35

3.26

.002

0.45

1.86

Secondary emotions

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Construal level

wâ

0.11

0.82

0.14

.89

-1.51

1.74

Perceived charact

Intâ

0.20

0.55

0.36

.72

-0.90

1.30

X
Construal level
Overall model: R2 = .18, F (3, 93) = 6.92, p < .001
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Table 7 (continued)
Exogenous variable

Endogenous variable: Parole decision certainty
Path

Coef

SE

t

p

LLCI

ULCI

Constant

-

7.53

0.42

17.94

< .001

6.70

8.36

Perceived charact

ĉ’

0.44

0.06

6.81

< .001

0.31

0.56

Secondary emotions

b̂

0.05

0.02

2.59

.01

0.01

0.08

Construal level

wĉ’

0.32

0.14

2.29

.02

0.04

0.60

Perceived charact

Intĉ’

-0.21

0.10

-2.22

.03

-0.40

-0.02

X
Construal level
Overall model: R2 = .49, F (4, 92) = 21.99, p < .001

Note. Perceived charact = perceived parole case characteristics; coef = unstandardized coefficient
estimate; SE = standard error; LLCI = lower limit of 95% confidence interval; ULCI = upper
limit of 95% confidence interval.

As in the testing of Hypothesis 1aii, construal level significantly moderated the direct
relationship of perceived parole case characteristics on parole decision certainty (Intĉ’ = -0.21, t =
-2.22, p = .03).
Secondary emotions was found to only partially mediate the relationship between
perceived case characteristics and parole decision certainty. The indirect effect of perceived case
characteristics on parole decision certainty through secondary emotions was significant for
participants in the abstract construal level condition (âb̂ = 0.06, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.12])

CASE CHARACTERISTICS AND CONSTRUAL LEVEL

48

and the concrete construal level condition (âb̂ = 0.05, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.01, 0.12]), as evinced
by 95% confidence intervals that did not include zero. Further, after adjusting for the mediator
(i.e. secondary emotions), perceived case characteristics still predicted parole decision certainty
significantly (ĉ’ = 0.44, t = 6.81, p < .001). Hence, the significant indirect and direct effects
indicate the partial, rather than full, mediation effect of secondary emotions.
Finally, as in the testing of Hypothesis 2ii, construal level did not significantly moderate
the relationship of perceived parole case characteristics on secondary emotions (Intâ = 0.20, t =
0.36, p = .72). As a result, the index of moderated mediation was not significant, as indicated by
a 95% confidence interval that included zero (index = 0.01, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.04, 0.05]);
that is, the indirect effects in the abstract and concrete conditions were not significantly different.
All in all, the proposed moderated mediation model was not fully supported by the data,
evincing only partial support for Hypothesis 3.

Discussion
The low rate of parole approval in New York state is alarming and demands attention
from researchers. Generally, researchers have a role to play in shaping public opinion on any
issue to do with the criminal legal system (Ghandnoosh, 2014). Additionally, producing more
research on how parole decisions are made in New York could better inform activists and
policymakers on how to ensure that the mechanism of discretionary parole fulfils its purpose of
decarceration and reintegrating incarcerated people back into society. On a micro level, research
on parole decision processes can assist parole applicants and their advocates implement more
effective strategies in preparation for the review process.
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While it is naturally vital to examine the practical outcomes of the parole review process
(i.e. the parole decision), it is also important to consider how parole applicants are regarded by
the Board of Parole as they are put through a trying process. Hence, in its investigation of parole
decision processes, this paper honed in on two relevant outcomes: the parole decisions
themselves, as well as the perception of parole applicants as human.
The Unequivocal Influence of Parole Case Characteristics
Research points to the centrality of the nature of the initial offense in shaping the
outcome of the parole review process (Marquez-Lewis et al., 2013). Thus, one of the first aims of
the present study was to examine whether peripheral case characteristics, which could
conceivably aggravate or mitigate how serious the initial offense is regarded to be, could
influence the parole decision. The findings from this study supported this proposition. When
looking at people who granted parole, both the certainty in the decision to grant parole and the
likelihood of assigning a more lenient specific parole decision were greater for participants who
perceived the parole case to have more mitigating characteristics. While this result seems
commonsensical, it is noteworthy that these more favorable parole decision outcomes emerged
despite the nature of the initial offense. Hence, this provides proof of the influence case
characteristics can have on parole decision outcomes, even in cases where the initial offense is
violent in nature. These findings garnered from participants recruited from the general public
stand in opposition to research with actual parole board members. Indeed, real-world parole data
suggests that some applicants are denied parole despite having cases with mitigating
characteristics, such as the completion of required in-prison programs and having accurate postrelease plans (West-Smith et al., 2000; Vîlcică, 2018). This contradiction between the present
study’s findings and the real-world parole data is a profound indication of the disparity in
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opinion between members of the general public (i.e. participants in the present study) and actual
parole board members. While this disparity could be attributed to the lower stakes research
participants are confronted with in a hypothetical parole decision scenario, it may also be an
indication that parole boards are out of step with public sentiment (Lindsey & Miller, 2011).
Thus, the finding that the general New York public is in support of mitigating case
characteristics being related to more favorable parole outcomes could be a wake-up call to the
Board of Parole. Indeed, Board of Parole members need to reassess the relevance they assign to
parole case characteristics in the course of making parole decisions.
In a similar vein, the present study also explored whether parole case characteristics
could shape the extent to which parole applicants were perceived as human. By inspecting the
degree to which applicants were attributed uniquely human emotions, the present study found
that applicants were perceived as more human when their cases were also perceived to have
more mitigating characteristics. This finding lends greater support to the implications of prior
research suggesting that mitigating case characteristics, such as pursuing education while
incarcerated or having strong ties with loved ones in the community, can ameliorate the
dehumanization that accompanies conviction and incarceration (Evans, 2018; Waldram, 2007).
Indeed, bringing attention to mitigating case characteristics may humanize applicants in the same
way that prison visitation programs do: providing greater context to the initial offense. Once
incarcerated people are understood to be more than the nature of the initial offense, they start to
be perceived to be “just like us” (Duncan & Balbar, 2008, p. 309). Consequently, the present
study can be a source of encouragement for parole applicants because it demonstrates
empirically that, at least in the eyes of the general public, their initial offense is not the sole
indicator of how others perceive them. In fact, there is discernable value in helping others
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understand the context around their initial offense, as well as reinventing themselves postconviction through constructive institutional behavior and planning for life post-release.
Overall, parole case characteristics play a substantial role in influencing important
outcomes of the parole review process, especially in cases where parole is granted. Hence, while
the nature of the initial offense may remain front and center in the parole decision-making
process, parole case characteristics can provide some much-needed context that aggravates or
mitigates subjective views of the severity of the initial offense.
The Equivocal Moderating Effect of Construal Level
The preceding discussion outlined the implications of parole case characteristics for the
parole review process. However, when an applicant’s case is already put up for review by the
Board of Parole, most of the characteristics of the parole case (e.g. programs completed,
employment plans) have been documented and essentially immutable. Regardless of whether
these case characteristics have an aggravating or mitigating influence on how the initial offense
is regarded, the parole applicant at this point in time is no longer able to alter these ‘static’
characteristics. Hence, a more important aim of the present study was to explore whether some
other proximal and malleable factor within the parole applicant’s control, such as construal level,
could change the course of the parole review.
The present study first focused on the moderating influence of construal level with
respect to parole decision certainty. Specifically, it was hypothesized that, for cases with more
mitigating characteristics, describing the case concretely (versus abstractly) would induce a
higher degree of certainty in the decision to grant parole; conversely, for cases with more
aggravating characteristics, describing the case abstractly (versus concretely) would result in a
higher degree of parole decision certainty. The present study found support for the moderating
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effect of construal level only for cases with more perceived aggravating characteristics, where
describing the case abstractly (versus concrete) led to greater certainty in the decision to grant
parole. Conversely, construal level did not affect parole decision certainty for cases perceived to
have more mitigating case characteristics.
The above pattern of findings in the present study represents a departure from that in
Gollwitzer and Keller (2010) in that the moderating effect of construal level was only replicated
for cases with more perceived aggravating characteristics. At first glance, this departure is
unexpected given that both studies are highly similar in their focus on case characteristics and
construal level in relation to a decision response to an offense. However, it should be noted that
Gollwitzer and Keller (2010) assessed responses to a transgression with relatively minor
implications (i.e. hoarding library books prevents access to other students). In comparison, in the
present study, the consequences of an erroneous decision could mean imposing unnecessary
further incarceration on an applicant or granting parole release to an applicant likely to reoffend.
Indeed, the latter of these may be the primary concern for parole board members; not only are
there implications for public safety, but there is also considerable apprehension towards the
political backlash that may arise in the case of a reoffense (Schwartzapfel, 2015; Williams,
2020). Thus, these concerns about future dangerousness may have compelled participants to
attend particularly to the way perceived aggravating case characteristics were described (i.e.
abstractly or concretely). Accordingly, participants may have been less attentive to how cases
were construed when they were perceived to have more mitigating characteristics, resulting in a
lack of a moderating effect of construal level for these cases.
Regardless, the above findings in relation to the certainty in granting parole may give
some measure of comfort to parole applicants, especially those with case characteristics that are
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less than ideal. As alluded to previously, parole decision making parallels jury decision making
in many respects due to the criminal legal context in which they occur, as well as the influence of
group dynamics during deliberations. In the literature on jury decision making, a juror’s
uncertainty in their initial individual decisions makes them more susceptible to informational
influence during group deliberations; thus, they are more prone to changing their stance on the
verdict (Stasser & Davis, 1981, Tanford & Penrod, 1986). Similarly, an individual parole board
member who is uncertain in their decision to grant parole may be considerably open to
persuasion by other parole board members who have chosen to deny parole. Hence, to maximize
the decision certainty for parole board members deciding to grant parole, parole applicants and
their advocates should leverage the findings from the present study and draw attention to the
mitigating characteristics of their cases. Additionally, in acknowledging aggravating
characteristics, they should eschew specificity and strive towards portraying aggravating
characteristics in a more abstract and global manner.
The present study also examined the moderating influence of construal level with respect
to the specific parole disposition. To be exact, for cases with more mitigating characteristics,
describing the case concretely (versus abstractly) was hypothesized to result in a higher
likelihood of assigning the applicant a more lenient specific disposition (e.g. parole with no
additional special conditions); conversely, for cases with more aggravating characteristics,
abstract (versus concrete) descriptions were anticipated to lead to a higher likelihood of
assigning a more lenient specific disposition. Contrary to expectations, for participants who
granted parole, construal level did not moderate the relationship between perceived case
characteristics and specific parole disposition. In fact, irrespective of case characteristics, varying
the construal level did not affect the likelihood of assigning any specific disposition to the
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applicant (i.e. the main effect of construal level was not significant; see Table 5). Examining this
finding in conjunction with the significant finding in relation to parole decision certainty, there
are several ways to interpret this result. One explanation involves taking these findings at face
value and concluding that, whereas the moderating effect of construal level is substantial enough
to shape a subtler parole decision outcome (i.e. certainty in one’s decision), it is not large enough
to change a parole board member’s thoughts on the more tangible specific disposition outcome.
Another interpretation could be that the experimental manipulations of the construal level were
not strong enough to elicit a significant moderating effect of construal level. If this is the case,
future studies need to invest considerable efforts into crafting descriptions of parole cases that
are at further extremes of the abstract-concrete construal continuum. Alternatively, it is possible
that the three-point scale representing specific dispositions of varying leniency did not possess
sufficient sensitivity to detect the moderating effect of construal level. Thus, future studies can
explore using scales with a larger number of intermediate disposition options to improve the
instrument’s sensitivity.
Next, the present study explored the moderating influence of construal level in relation to
the extent to which parole applicants were perceived as human. In particular, for cases with more
mitigating characteristics, representing cases concretely (versus abstractly) was anticipated to
lead to parole applicants being attributed more human qualities; conversely, for cases with
aggravating characteristics, abstract (versus concrete) construals were expected to result in
applicants being perceived as more human. Surprisingly, the results revealed that construal level
did not moderate the relationship between perceived case characteristics and perceived
humanness; indeed, regardless of case characteristics, varying the construal level of the case
description did not have an impact on how human the applicant was perceived to be (i.e. the
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main effect of construal was not significant; see Table 6). Once again, this finding could be
interpreted as is, indicating that representing cases in abstract or concrete terms has no real
bearing on the degree to which parole applicants are perceived as human. However, given that
the present study is the first known investigation into the interaction between parole case
characteristics and construal level in relation to perceived humanness, it may be too hasty to rule
out the possibility of other explanations. For example, the non-significant finding could once
more be attributed to an insufficiently potent experimental manipulation of construal level.
Alternatively, other measures of perceived humanness may have been more pertinent for the
present study; indeed, if the AOM scores had been more suitable for linear regression analysis, it
would have been enlightening to compare such a blatant measure of perceived humanness
alongside the more implicit secondary emotions scale. In fact, given that language likening
incarcerated people to beasts can be more blatantly expressed (Ellis, 2007), a measure of blatant
dehumanization may be more appropriate for the parole context (Kteily & Landry, 2022). Future
studies could improve on the experimental design of the present study to shed more light on the
complex relationships between parole case characteristics, construal level and perceived
humanness.
All in all, the present study yielded ambivalent results with regard to the relevance of
construal level for the parole review process in cases where parole is granted. While construal
level did have a moderating effect with respect to parole decision certainty, it did not have the
hypothesized effects on the specific parole disposition and the perceived humanness of the parole
applicant. However, the present study is indisputably an important addition to the existing
literature by being the first known study to apply CLT to the context of parole. Indeed, the
present study is merely the first step in uncovering the complex relationships between construal
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level and various parole outcomes, providing direction for future studies to delve deeper in their
investigations.
Same Model, Separate Mediation and Moderation Effects
Given the research literature suggesting the interrelations between parole case
characteristics, construal level, parole decisions, and perceived humanness, an ancillary aim of
the present study was to propose an explanatory model for how these constructs were related to
each other (Figure 1). Specifically, it was hypothesized that parole case characteristics would
have a direct effect on parole decision certainty. It was also hypothesized that parole case
characteristics would have an indirect effect on parole decision certainty through perceived
humanness. In other words, the hypotheses were relatively conservative in predicting perceived
humanness to only partially mediate the relationship between parole case characteristics and
parole decision certainty. Finally, both indirect and direct effects were anticipated to be
moderated by construal level. In particular, the moderation of the indirect effect (i.e. the
moderated mediation effect) would mean that the indirect effects through perceived humanness
were anticipated to be significantly different at an abstract versus concrete construal level.
However, the results from the present study provided only partial support for the proposed
relationships in the model for participants who decided to grant parole.
Firstly, in line with expectations, the direct effect of perceived case characteristics on
parole decision certainty was significantly moderated by construal level. This was an
unsurprising result considering previously outlined results from the testing of Hypothesis 1aii, in
which the moderating effect of construal level in relation to parole decision certainty was found
to be significant. While this finding is of import, the implications of this finding have already
been covered in a previous section and will not be reiterated here.
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Secondly, perceived humanness was found to partially mediate the relationship between
perceived case characteristics and parole decision certainty, regardless of construal level. This
finding further illuminates the relationship between parole case characteristics and parole
decision certainty. As stated earlier in the results from testing Hypothesis 1aii, the main effect of
perceived case characteristics on parole decision certainty had a large effect size (β = 0.79).
Thus, there is value in breaking down this large effect and elucidating the mechanisms that
underlie this relationship. The present study accomplishes this by revealing the indirect effect
through perceived humanness, suggesting that, when participants are given a case perceived to
have more mitigating characteristics, they also perceive the applicant to be possessing more
human attributes; in turn, the perception of being more human is associated with a greater
certainty in the decision to grant parole. To put it another way, one pathway to obtaining a
greater certainty in the decision to grant parole is through humanizing the parole applicant,
which occurs due to the applicant possessing case characteristics perceived to be mitigating.
Furthermore, as reviewed in an earlier section of this paper, prior research has highlighted the
importance of the parole applicant showing sufficient remorse in order for them to be granted
parole (Bronniman, 2020). The present study expands on this idea by empirically demonstrating
that it is not only remorse, but secondary emotions in general, that influence parole decisions.
Specifically, an applicant perceived to experience a greater degree of uniquely human emotions
is regarded as more human, which increases the certainty with which parole board members
make the decision to grant parole. As discussed previously, parole board members who are more
certain of granting parole are less likely to change their stance after deliberating with other
parole board members. Consequently, applicants perceived as more human may be given a more
favorable parole decision.
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However, the fact that the direct effect of parole case characteristics on parole decision
certainty remains significant after accounting for the mediating effect of perceived humanness
indicates that there is more variance to be explained by other possible mediators. Thus, there
exist more pathways through which case characteristics may affect parole decision certainty. One
example of such an explanation has to do with what Ashworth (2011, p. 29) terms the “pursuit of
equality policies”. This principle involves counterbalancing the disproportionate negative impact
of incarceration on certain groups of people via rendering a more lenient legal decision. This
principle is more commonly used to justify lighter sentences for women, due to factors such as
the higher prevalence of self-harm among incarcerated women. In the present study, the relevant
equity policy may have to do with the identity of the fictional parole applicant as a Black person.
As this study was conducted after the passing of George Floyd and in a period in time where
there is heightened awareness of racial inequities in the criminal legal system (Civiqs, n.d.), it is
possible that White participants were exhibiting racial sympathy, which is the attitude of being
troubled by the adversity faced by Black people (Chudy, 2021). Thus, these participants may
have been motivated to counteract the more severe impact of justice involvement on Black
people for the purpose of upholding racial equity. However, racial sympathy may be attenuated
when Black people engage in behaviors White people are opposed to, such as engaging in rioting
during protests (Cullen et al., 2021). Hence, in the context of the present study, White
participants may have felt less racial sympathy for applicants perceived to have more
aggravating case characteristics. On the flip side, for applicants perceived to have more
mitigating case characteristics, White participants may have felt more sympathetic and inclined
to counterpoise the negative effects of justice involvement, resulting in them being more certain
of granting the applicant parole. Hence, racial sympathy may serve as an example of other
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mechanisms through which parole case characteristics influence parole decision certainty. Future
studies could explore these other mechanisms by incorporating appropriate measures of these
potential mediators into their study designs.
Thirdly, contrary to expectations, construal level did not significantly moderate the
indirect effect through perceived humanness; that is, the indirect effect associated with the
abstract construal group was not significantly different in direction or strength from that
associated with the concrete construal group. This result is coherent with the results of the testing
of Hypothesis 2ii, which found that construal level did not moderate the relationship between
perceived case characteristics and perceived humanness. Hence, the anticipated moderated
mediation effect in the proposed model was not supported by the data.
There are various ways to explain the lack of a moderated mediation effect. A couple of
these have already been covered in a previous section, such as the ineffective manipulation of
construal level and the lack of a blatant measure of perceived humanness that produces viable
scores for analysis. Another feasible explanation is that the non-significant finding is reflective
of a true absence of a moderating effect of construal level in relation to the indirect effect
through perceived humanness. If this is the case, the present study has still contributed to the
literature by documenting this negative result. Moving forward, however, it is crucial to note
that, while the finding that perceived humanness partially mediates the relationship between
perceived case characteristics and parole decision certainty is important, this finding does not
afford the applicant many opportunities to directly influence the outcome of the parole decision.
As discussed earlier, parole case characteristics are mostly ‘locked in’ by the time the parole
review process begins. Moreover, the applicant’s perceived humanness in the eyes of the Board
of Parole is not a factor the applicant can affect directly. Consequently, there is a need for
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exploratory research into proximal and malleable factors other than construal level that could
moderate the mediating effect of perceived humanness. A possible avenue to explore in future
research is the extent to which attention is brought to the parole applicant’s gender. A recent
study by Martin and Manson (2022) found that ascribing gender to inanimate objects had a
greater humanizing effect than ascribing other characteristics (e.g. race, sexual orientation,
religion). Further, when a target person was explicitly described as either a man or a woman and
possessing the corresponding attributes traditionally associated with those genders, they were
rated as more human than a gender non-conforming target person. The authors also provided
empirical backing for the idea that the humanizing effect of gender is explained by the activation
of gender schema, which most people are highly dependent on for efficiently organizing
information about another person. Hence, in the context of a parole review process, the degree to
which an applicant is able to draw attention to their gender may influence how human they are
perceived to be. For parole applicants who are men, this could possibly be done by describing
themselves with stereotypically masculine traits (e.g. assertive, logical; Martin & Manson, 2022).
While this naturally raises issues for parole applicants who do not conform to the gender binary,
future research can explore the implications of emphasizing gender for perceived humanness, as
well as parole decisions. On the whole, research efforts into potential moderators of the indirect
effect through perceived humanness could potentially equip parole applicants with more tools to
prepare them for interacting with the Board of Parole.
All in all, the expected moderated mediation effect was not supported by the data. Both
moderation and mediation effects were found; however, their effects corresponded to separate
pathways within the same model.
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Strengths
Besides addressing the paucity of literature on parole in New York state, the present
study has several strengths. For instance, the study adds to the dearth of research examining the
role of perceived humanness in the parole context. While prior studies have highlighted the
dehumanization of justice-involved people in general (see, e.g., Heiphetz & Craig, 2021; Tran et
al., 2018), there are few known research endeavors centered on the perceived humanness of
people being evaluated for parole. By unearthing evidence of the partial mediation effect
involving perceived humanness, the present study brings to light the pertinence of ensuring that
parole applicants are perceived as fully human and are treated as such as they go through the
parole review process.
Moreover, no known studies have looked at how CLT can be applied to the parole
context. Indeed, the present study managed to adapt a method of manipulating construal level to
the parole review setting; that is, via altering transcripts of parole interviews to incorporate
abstract versus concrete descriptions of events and other relevant information. This method of
manipulation was selected above other frequently used methods that would have required
artificially introducing a separate priming task beforehand (Freitas et al., 2004; Fujita et al.,
2006). Hence, the present study employed a manipulation of construal level that was deemed the
most organic with respect to the parole review process in New York. Using this manipulation
method, the present study revealed the relevance of construal level to the parole review process
through its moderation of the direct effect of perceived parole case characteristics on parole
decision certainty.
One possible critique of the present study is that, despite efforts to ensure that various
race and socioeconomic groups were adequately represented, the sample was not
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demographically representative of people in New York state in other ways (e.g. political
orientation). However, follow-up ancillary analyses demonstrated that the age, gender,
education, and political orientation makeup of the sample did not significantly influence the
conclusions of the main analyses. Hence, this ability to refute the critique of the sample’s
representativeness is a strength of the present study.
Limitations and Future Directions
There are a number of limitations of the present study that are important to note as
caveats for its findings. First, it was repeatedly remarked on that the lack of strength in the
experimental manipulation of construal level may have contributed to non-significant findings.
In the present study, construal level was manipulated by varying the level of detail in
descriptions of events and other pertinent information. This method has been shown to be
adequate in studies where the consequences of making a decision were relatively less dire (Kim
et al., 2013), but has not yet been demonstrated to be effective in more high-stakes decisions,
such as those in the criminal legal context. However, as stated earlier, the advantage of using this
method is its organic applicability to the actual parole review process, whereas employing more
tried-and-tested manipulation methods, such as implementing additional priming tasks, may
subtract from the realism of the study scenario. One way to overcome this hurdle may be to
modify an established manipulation method such that it could be naturally incorporated into
vignette-type stimuli while maintaining the fidelity to its underlying theoretical principles. In
particular, one method that could be adapted in this way is the why/how goal priming method
developed by Freitas et al. (2004), which has been used in at least 50 studies (Burgoon et al.,
2013). This priming method requires participants to be assigned to either explaining on
increasingly global levels why they strive towards a goal or with increasing specificity how they
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strive towards a goal. Theoretically, asking why repeatedly induces thoughts about broad
consequences of that goal, whereas asking how repeatedly engenders thoughts about the precise
actions required for attaining that goal (Burgoon et al., 2013). To render this theoretical principle
in vignette form in the context of the present study, the parole applicant could provide more
abstract elaborations for why they engaged in a certain behavior (e.g. completing a treatment
program merely to pass time) or more concrete elaborations for how they engaged in a certain
behavior (e.g. completing a treatment program by filling up worksheets in a classroom every
Tuesday). Future research could incorporate this novel method into pilot studies juxtaposing
different experimental manipulation methods for construal level. Indeed, researchers could
compare across manipulation methods the ratings on items measuring imageability and context
availability, which are both associated with more concreteness (Altarriba et al., 1999). Given that
the present study has already demonstrated the relevance of construal level to parole decision
certainty, it is essential that there is further research into stronger manipulations of construal
level suitable for the parole context.
A second limitation of the present study is the ineffective manipulation of parole case
characteristics via the different transcript versions. An effective manipulation would have
maintained the proposed experimental design and thereby made a stronger case for the causal
effect of parole case characteristics. However, given the lack of consensus on the principles that
underpin what makes characteristics aggravating or mitigating (Cheng, 2017), the ineffectiveness
of the experimental manipulation was not unexpected. In fact, one possible reason for the
ineffective manipulation is the duality of some case characteristics in terms of having the
potential to be both aggravating and mitigating. For example, having an abusive childhood,
which was featured in both the mitigating and neutral case characteristics conditions, may also
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be an aggravating case characteristic according to a study by Gordon and Greene (2017). The
authors argue that, due to the impression that childhood abuse may have a lasting effect of
increasing future dangerousness, making decision-makers aware of childhood abuse may in fact
lead them to support more punitive judgments. In addition to childhood abuse, the mitigating
effect of severe mental or emotional distress, which were explicitly described in the mitigating
case characteristic transcript versions, have also been questioned. Indeed, research on people
incarcerated for violent offenses shows that, while mental illness may suggest diminished
capacity in women (i.e. a mitigating factor), it is instead regarded as a sign of greater future
dangerousness in men (i.e. an aggravating factor; Davidson & Rosky, 2015). Hence, even though
childhood abuse and severe emotional distress are considered to be mitigating case
characteristics (Butler & Moran, 2007), people’s perceptions of these factors may vary
depending on how they interpret these case characteristics. In fact, there is evidence to suggest
that how parole board members perceive parole case characteristics can be idiosyncratic and
based on their prior personal or occupational experiences (Ruhland, 2020). It is thus possible that
the Louis Jones portrayed in the mitigating case characteristics conditions may have
inadvertently been perceived as having a parole case with more aggravating case characteristics.
Therefore, while a limitation of the present study was the inability to experimentally manipulate
case characteristics, the pivoting to a focus on perceived case characteristics may have better
acknowledged the subjectivity involved in determining the aggravating or mitigating effect of
parole case characteristics. Future studies should thus refocus on perceived parole case
characteristics and go beyond the single-item measure used in the present study; instead, a
multiple-item measure should be designed and implemented for improved content validity.
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Relatedly, the manipulation of parole case characteristics was also simplified for the
purposes of this exploratory study. The transcript versions in this study presented parole cases
that were comprised wholly of aggravating or mitigating characteristics and did not portray cases
with a mixture of these characteristics. Even in the neutral case characteristics conditions, great
care was taken to ensure that all the case characteristics did not exceed those of the other
conditions in terms of aggravating or mitigating influence. However, in reality, it would be too
improbable for parole applicants to have case characteristics that were uniformly aggravating or
mitigating. Accordingly, future research can expand on the present study’s findings by
comparing the responses to various case characteristic-construal level combinations within a
single parole case.
Third, a drawback of the present study is the insufficient number of participants (N = 25)
who decided to deny parole to the applicant. This hampered the ability to investigate how parole
case characteristics and construal level affect the dichotomous decision to grant or deny parole.
While parole decision certainty and the specific parole disposition are important outcomes to
consider, the ultimate decision to grant or deny parole has the most profound ramifications for
the parole applicant. Thus, before the testing of the proposed hypotheses, a preceding
investigation employing a binary logistic regression model would have illuminated how
perceived case characteristics, construal level, and the interaction between these two variables
were associated with the odds of being granted or denied parole. Unfortunately, using the widely
cited rule of thumb of at least 10 events per variable (EPV; Moons et al., 2014) still requires 30
participants who denied parole; moreover, some research suggests that this minimum of 10 EPV
is too lenient (Bujang et al., 2018). Hence, the present study was not able to shed light on the
impact of parole case characteristics and construal level on the crucial dichotomous decision to
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grant or deny parole. This line of investigation remains to be elucidated by future studies with
larger sample sizes or perhaps parole cases that would elicit more polarization in the
dichotomous parole decision.
Furthermore, participants who granted and denied parole had to be analyzed separately in
the testing of Hypothesis 1 and 3 (i.e. those involving parole decisions), leading to participants
who denied parole being removed from the final analysis altogether due to insufficient sample
size. The inability to include participants who denied parole in these analyses considerably limits
the impact of the conclusions drawn from the present study. Most evidently, conclusions drawn
from these analyses only extend to participants who chose to grant parole, constituting an issue
of restriction of range. Future research should seek to replicate the present study’s findings with
regard to participants who granted parole as well as contrast them to that of participants who
denied parole.
Fourth, a brief acknowledgement of the severely skewed AOM scores must be made. A
possible explanation for this is the difference in implementation of the AOM scale in the present
study in comparison to that in prior studies. In the seminal study (Kteily et al., 2015) and other
studies that have used the AOM scale (see, e.g., Boysen et al., 2020; Cassese, 2020), respondents
were asked to rate at least two targets on their perceived humanness. Indeed, it seems that an
important element of the AOM scale is the focus on relative rather than absolute ratings to obtain
an index of ‘relative’ perceived humanness. In contrast, participants in the present study were
only asked to provide an absolute rating for the parole applicant without comparing him to other
targets. Thus, the fact that the AOM scores were severely skewed in the present study may be an
indication that the AOM scale is not intended to be used as a measure of absolute perceived
humanness. Future research could resolve this issue by replacing the AOM scale with another
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blatant measure of absolute perceived humanness, such as the measures of animalistic and
mechanistic dehumanization in Bastian et al. (2013).
Finally, the present study attempted to ensure that New York residents of traditionally
underrepresented racial and socioeconomic groups were represented in the study sample.
However, a possible limitation of the present study has to do with the use of annual household
income as an operationalization of SES. There are many indices of SES in the research literature
and they can be classified as either objective (e.g. education, wealth) or subjective (i.e.
perception of one’s position on the social hierarchy), with subjective indices being preferred
(Brown-Iannuzzi et al., 2017). This is because the subjective index takes an “averaging” of
objective indices while also accounting for personal perspectives on one’s status (e.g. sense of
financial stability; Singh-Manoux et al., 2003). In contrast, the present study employed an
objective index (i.e. annual household income) as the sole indicator of SES, leading to a biased
assessment of SES. Indeed, more than 3 out of 5 of participants in the lower SES group had at
least a college degree, which is paradoxically an indicator of higher SES. Therefore, future
studies could collect more nuanced information on SES and include a subjective index of SES to
ensure that lower SES New York residents are properly identified and adequately represented.

Conclusion
This paper explored the relationships between parole case characteristics, construal level,
parole decisions and perceived humanness in the New York parole context. Pertinently, this
study was able to demonstrate that parole case characteristics peripheral to the nature of the
initial offense have considerable influence on important outcomes. In fact, the more mitigating a
parole case’s characteristics were perceived to be, the more favorable the parole decision was
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and the more human the applicant was perceived to be. Moreover, this study introduced a novel
application of CLT to the parole context. The study found that, when a case is perceived to have
more aggravating characteristics, describing the case more abstractly (versus concretely)
improves the certainty of the decision to grant parole. Finally, the present study proposed and
tested a model to elucidate the pattern of relationships between the four constructs of interest.
Specifically, perceived parole case characteristics predicts parole decision certainty via a direct
pathway involving a moderating effect of construal level, as well as an indirect pathway through
perceived humanness.
All in all, the present paper illuminated the intersections between the research on parole,
perceived humanness and CLT, laying the foundations for future research endeavors. Ultimately,
it is hoped that ensuing empirical findings can be translated into practical actions steps and
tangible policy changes. Indeed, a better understanding of the processes underlying parole
decisions is needed for the sake of the incarcerated individuals eligible for parole, as well as for
combating on a system-wide level the ramifications of mass incarceration policies.
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